Erasmus Wilson, whose book entitled A Practical and Theoretical Treatise on the Diagnosis, Pathology, and Treatment of Diseases of the Skin16 was published just one hundred years ago, needs no advocate. No apology need be offered for any of his writings or teachings, as is attested by the fame which he attained in many fields. He began his professional career as an anatomist, and he published both alone and in collaboration with Dr. Jones Quain several works on anatomy. Wilson was a subeditor of the Lancet, and it was Mr. Thomas Wakley, the editor of that journal, who induced him to take up the specialty of dermatology. It was in this connection that his greatest contributions to medicine were made. He published several ambitious works, among them "Diseases of the Skin,"'6 "Portraits of Diseases of the Skin,"24 "Lectures on Ekzema,"27 and "Lectures on Dermatology."28 He described trichorrhexis nodosa, erythiema nodosum, and universal exfoliative dermatitis. His book on the "Healthy Skin"26 was credited with having increased the popularity of the bath in England and another one "The Eastern or Turkish Bath"25 gave impetus to the establishment and spread of that form of bathing in England. Wilson's greatest service to dermatology probably was the assembling of the various manifestations of lichen planus into one category. Indeed, many text-books of dermatology still speak of lichen ruber planus of Wilson.
Let me quote the beginning of this chapter, "Favus is characterised by the presence of crusts, of a bright yellow colour, scarcely rising above the level of the skin, covered by epiderma, exactly circular in shape when distinct (favus dispersus), bounded by an outline representing numerous arcs of circles when confluent (favus confertus), depressed or slightly cupped on the surface, and pierced in the centre by the aperture of a hair follicle which gives passage to one or two hairs. To these the special characters of Favus may be added, more or less redness surrounding each crust and cluster of crusts, a ragged and exfoliating state of the epiderma of the adjoining skin, a thinned and glazed appearance of those parts of the scalp on which the disease has exhausted its violence, and a loss of hair in irregular patches. "20 If one knows favus one recognizes in those two masterly sentences a complete description of the disease. If one does not know favus it is there before you, clear, succinct, brilliant. Memorize those few words and it will be difficult not to recognize favus of the scalp if it is ever encountered.
The description of honeycomb ringworm or favus shows so clearly Wilson's powers of observation and description that it is worthy of further notice. In addition to the two opening sentences quoted above Wilson made several other accurate observations. He pointed out that the favus crust is not the result of dried secretions, that it begins small and has a circumferential growth, that the very outside ring is usually higher than the rest of the cup with a depressed center, and that there is also a slight rise in the very center. One other paragraph merits quotation. It is Wilson's description of the end results of this disease.
"The structure of the derma has obviously suffered absorption, from the gradual and prolonged pressure which has been kept up on its surface. The derma has become very greatly thinned, all trace of papillae is lost, and the hair follicles are considerably shortened. A further continuance of this pressure, occasioned by a further addition of favous matter to the under part of the crust, would entirely obliterate the hair-follicles, and then the formation of hair would cease. This is the explanation of the loss of hair which takes place in favous disease."'" When the modern dermatologist says that the end result of favus is atrophy of the scalp he has shortened but not improved upon Wilson's description.
In One cannot help wondering how such an accurate observer could make this mistake. The work was published in 1847. Much had already been written on the vegetable nature of favus. In 1837, ten years earlier, Remak"2 had distinguished favus crusts from other crusts by the fact that they (favus crusts) were made up of an aggregation of filaments. Schoenlein's original paper had been published in 1839. In 1841 the first -of Gruby's7 series of excellent papers on the nature of the tineas appeared. Hanover8 in 1842 published more accurate drawings of the fungus than Schoenlein had, and Dubini8 in Italy published his observations the same year. Could it be that Wilson did not see these because they were published in a foreign language? No, h-e may not have been familiar with all of them but in the text of his book he mentioned Gruby's work as well as that of Malmsten,'0 which was published in 1845. It must be admitted that he said this of Malmsten's work. "I am obliged to speak hesitatingly on this point, for although I have Dr. Malmsten's paper before me, I am not sufficiently master of the Swedish language to make out his opinion."23 But even if Wilson had no knowledge of any of these foreign works, Bennett3 of Edinburgh had published a paper on the vegetable nature of tinea favosa in 1842.
It is impossible to doubt that Wilson had seen and had read at least some of these works putting forth the theory of the fungous origin of favus. For, in addition to the above quotation concerning Malmsten's work, we find in the monograph the following footnote. "I regret not having had leisure to follow up Gruby's researches more' attentively; but, on the occasion of wri'ting this treatise, it is perhaps better that I should be unbiassed by a more complete knowledge of his views. "22 Why did Wilson wish so wholeheartedly to be unbiased? Perhaps this reason can be found in the preface where he said, "Willan and Bateman are authorities of such weight in regard to diseases of the skin, that it may be doing a service to medical science to inquire how far they have fulfilled the task of describing them with accuracy. In respect of the first-named species-namely, Porrigo furfurans and Porrigo scutulata, there can be no doubt that they have taken two stages of the same disease, and described them as distinct and separate affections; and they have further committed the error of ;calling -the papuloe of -this disease 'pustules.' They have not been more happy in their account of Porrigo lupinosa (favus), for the perusal of Bateman's observations on this disorder suggests the condusion that the description has been drawn rather from the works of the older writers than from nature.""8
The last sentence gives the clue to Wilson's attitude. He was so impressed with the necessity of telling what he himself saw rather than what he had read, that as a result he leaned backward and made a conscious attempt to come to a different condusion than had his contemporaries. Had he followed the crowd on this occasion he would have been right and been numbered among those who early recognized the true nature of ringworm. But he chose to take the opposite view-point and as a result this piece of his work is considered of no importance.
All of this is only speculation. It is impossible to look back over a space of almost one hundred years and know the exact workings of a man's mind. All that we can do now is to read the written words left by such a man, and try to realize what he was thinking when he wrote them. Elsewhere in Wilson's writings we find one last possible reason for his stand on this subject. Perhaps he was more interested in the clinical picture of disease than in the cause. In September, 1 878, only six years before his death, he said in speaking of specialization in dermatology, "I have never regretted my choice, there is only one more beautiful thing in the world than a fine healthy skin, and that is a rare skin disease."'
